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Perhaps the most influential figure in modern business management is Henry Ford.  
Starting his business career over 100 years ago, Mr. Ford applied modern business principles years before their time and created arguably the most powerful and successful business in United States history.  In fact, many of his business models are still in use today at Ford Motor Company as well as every other successful automaker around the glove.  If the growth of the U.S. economy over the last century was based upon the automobile industry, then Henry Ford certainly contributed his share to the success.

Henry Ford is probably best known for his contribution of the assembly line manufacturing method.  According to Sara A. McGill 
(2005), 
“Before the assembly line, each employee worked on only one car at a time and had knowledge of the car’s entire construction. The new method meant that each worker would add only one part as the unit passed him on a conveyor belt. Workers no longer needed special skills, spent no time thinking, and made movements more efficient.” (para.11) 
The assembly line not only reduced the time required to produce a vehicle but it also increased quality due to the specialization of the worker.  Although he likely did not call it such, Henry Ford had created what might have been the first Mechanistic form of a business structure. According to Richard L. Daft
, (2007) the mechanistic structure has the following characteristics: tasks are broken down into specialized, separate parts;  tasks 
are rigidly defined; there is strict hierarchy of authority and control, and there are many rules; knowledge and control of tasks are centralized at the top of the organization; communication is vertical.” 
(p.152)
Ford’s contribution of the assembly line, its mechanistic structure and operator specialization, has had a profound and enduring effect on the automobile manufacturing industry even today. This concept has also been adapted to manufacturing of all types, including the manufacture of appliances, furniture as well as a host of other products.


As important as the assembly line was, it is far from the only management concept developed by Henry Ford. Another concept that he develop was product differentiation according to price.  The development of the assembly line allowed Ford to pursue this low price strategy when all other automobile manufactures were building expensive luxury cars.  When discussing positioning by price and quality, Michael J. Etzel, Bruce J. Walker and William J. Stanton
 (2007) explained, 
“Certain producers and retailers are known for their high quality products and high prices. In the retailing field, Saks Fifth Avenue and Neiman Marcus are positioned at one end of the price-quality continuum. Discount stores such as Wal-Mart and Dollar General are at the other end….they stress low prices.” (p.236)  
Henry Ford was able to pursue his low cost strategy because he was able to produce his cars more efficiently and at a much lower cost. According to Bob Frost 
(Jan. 2000), “the modern assembly line cut the amount of time required to build a Model T from 12 ½ hours to 93 minutes, and slashing the car’s retail price to $440. By the mid-1920’s, a T could be assembled in fewer than 30 seconds and sold for $290.” (para. 9) According to McGill, “in the 1890’s, cars were playthings for the wealthy, but Ford’s goal was to make affordable cars for the working class.” (para.1) Ford’s low cost model actually had a duel affect.  First, it lowered the price so that more Americans could afford the car. Secondly, it created or opened up a market that had previously been out of reach of the automobile manufacturers, the market of the working class.

Another marketing concept that Ford developed was the concept of international marketing of his automobiles.  According to Paul Ingrassia (2008), 
“The success of the Model T was soon brought to Argentina, Australia and India”.  
Ford had succeeded in the early 1900’s what many company’s have failed to do, even in today’s world market. He was able to export his product literally around the world. 

Another area in which Ford was ahead of his time is the area of human resource management.  He realized that his workers were a valuable asset to his company, so much so that Ford developed some of the earliest benefit packages in the auto industry. According to McGill (2005), “Ford was able to raise the minimum pay of his employees to an astonishing $5.00 a day. He even created a profit-sharing scheme for them…the automaker instituted the “Sociological Department” to help avoid workers from misusing their wages.  
All of these human resources or compensation schemes are still in use by successful companies today.  Higher pay attracts and retains the best workers, profit sharing helps to improve the company’s overall performance and most companies offer some sort of financial management to help with workers savings for retirement. Once again Ford proved that his management skills were well ahead of his time.


It is hard to imagine an industry that has shaped the United States over the last 100 years more than the automobile manufacturing industry. Likewise, it is hard to imagine and individual who has influenced the automobile manufacturing industry more than Henry Ford. He did, in fact, bring the industry from its infancy into its maturity. He developed the auto market for the working class as well as the international market for his low cost product. He created the manufacturing system still in use today. He helped create a lifestyle that moved people out of the cities and into the suburbs. Ford’s contribution to the auto industry certainly has influenced all of our lives.
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